Abdominal x-ray subsequently showed intramural and portal venous gas, confirming a diagnosis of necrotising enterocolitis (NEC). Intravascular gas appears to have originated from the bowel wall -there was no pulmonary air leak, and iatrogenic introduction of air was excluded by visually checking all intravenous lines. In the preterm infant gas from the bowel wall and portal vein can reach the right atrium via a patent ductus venosus. From the right atrium emboli can reach the systemic arterial circulation via the foramen ovale, ductus arteriosus or intrapulmonary shunting.
Multiple gas emboli in the cerebral microvasculature may cause significant tissue damage, both from vascular obstruction-induced ischaemia and via intense activation of prothrombotic and proinflammatory cascades. 1 Episodes of NEC in preterm infants are associated with adverse neurodevelopmental outcome, and patterns of preterm brain injury are known to be secondary to ischaemic and inflammatory mechanisms.
